


















































































































slogans	such	as	‘No	Excuses’	alongside	attention	to	‘posture’	and	correct	uniform	(Teach	First,																																																									1	Teach First recruits successful graduates who commit to spend two years working in schools in disadvantaged areas. They 
receive some teacher education but also training in ‘leadership’ skills. After their period of ‘service’ they may stay in schools 
(possibly progressing rapidly into management) or continue into other careers. It is built on the ‘Teach for America’ 
programme which began to recruit graduates to work in leadership roles in low income schools in the US in 1990. ‘Teach for 

















































































































































































































































































































2	ASBO: ‘a court order … which places restrictions on the movements or actions of a person who persistently engages in 
anti-social behaviour… first applied in 1999’ (Oxford English Dictionary online, accessed 31/03/11)  
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term,	an	incident	from	a	class	when	the	teacher	was	absent	and	the	supply	instructions	were	to	
‘carry	on	with	coursework’	showed	how	the	school’s	consistent	attribution	of	capability	to	
students	seemed	to	generate	agency:		
Most	of	the	students	have	finished	their	assignments	but	instead	of	mucking	about	they	
decide	to	swap	papers	for	peer	assessment.		Someone	says	that	the	teacher	likes	to	see	
evidence	that	others	have	checked	their	work.		However	many	students	seem	motivated	by	
interest	and	to	believe	that	they	can	learn	with	and	from	each	other.	Two	students	near	me	
spend	the	rest	of	the	lesson	talking	about	their	reading,	swapping	vocabulary,	discussing	it	
and	writing	it	in	their	vocabulary	books.			
Field	notes	-	October	2009	
Our	convivial	schools	rejected	deficit	discourses	about	disadvantaged	families	and	were	
positive	about	students’	cultures	and	experiences:	Lange	nursery	developed	and	worked	with	
children’s	interest	in	superheroes	and	violence,	for	instance,	something	with	which	many	early	
years	settings	are	uncomfortable	(Holland,	2003).		Asked	during	a	training	day	about	what	
inspired	them,	one	group	of	Delaunay	teachers	brought	their	students,	and	another	group	
brought	‘each	other’.	In	Delaunay’s	playground	redesign	project,	a	child	who	had	previously	
been	to	school	in	Thailand	told	peers	how	it	was	organized	and	why	it	had	no	playground	at	all.			
Creative	Partnerships’	work	could	challenge	traditional	hierarchies	and	role	allocations.		
For	instance,	the	resident	visual	artist	at	Delaunay	trained	teaching	assistants	(who	are	generally	
lower	paid	and	lower	status	within	schools)	in	techniques	of	creative	documentation.	This	gave	
them	a	pivotal	role	in	recording	the	children’s	learning	and	development,	and	in	transmitting	
their	skills	to	classroom	teachers.		A	project	exploring	‘community’	and	‘care’	asked	Year	5	and	
Year	1	children	(10-11	and	5-6	year	olds	respectively)	to	work	in	mixed	groups	to	produce	
collaborative	body	sculptures.		Initially	the	Year	5s	felt	the	younger	children	had	nothing	to	offer	
and	were	aggrieved	that	they	had	to	work	with	them	as	equals.		The	artists	asked	them	to	reflect	
on	the	assumptions	that	this	work	unsettled,	and	eventually	they	came	to	value	each	other	and	
working	together.		
A	convivial	atmosphere	also	helped	staff	retention	and	professional	dialogue	and	
practice,	creating	reflective	spaces	as	discussed	above.	Staff	rooms	were	frequently	the	site	for	
animated	exchanges	and	at	Matisse	teachers	commented	that	they	were	‘not	expected	to	fit	
into	a	mould’,	but	could	build	on	their	own	interests	and	develop,	in	one	teacher’s	words,	a	
‘conscious	competence’	in	designing	learning.		
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Capacious		
Oxford	English	Dictionary’s	definitions	of	capacious	refer	to	being	able	to	hold	much,	roomy,	
spacious,	wide;	having	the	capacity	of;	adapted	or	disposed	for	the	reception	of.	…	qualified	to	
do	something.	This	term	thus	helps	us	refer	to	the	space-making	aspects	of	creative	school	
ethos,	which	allow	more	range	or	room	for	manoeuvre;	also	to	increasing	the	capacity	or	
capability	of	both	teachers	and	students,	a	taking-out	to	a	further	horizon.	Being	capacious	does	
not	necessarily	imply	schools	can	expand	their	physical	environments,	but	it	does	involve	
attention	to	the	space	and	aesthetics	of	the	school.			
We	use	the	term	particularly	to	capture	the	insights	of	psychoanalytic	perspectives	on	
learning	(Bibby,	2010,	2015;	Britzman,	1998),	about	the	necessity	of	‘holding	doubt’,	of	
acknowledging	but	also	managing	negative	emotions	and	fear	of	failure	(being	able	to	contain,	
in	an	expansive	rather	than	restricting	sense).	In	this	sense,	being	capacious	involves	allowing	
for	difference,	for	struggle	and	difficulty;	for	a	wider	range	of	identities;	a	greater	fluidity	in	
roles;	an	openness	to	the	world,	a	sense	of	being	in	process,	dynamic,	changing,	even	where	this	
involves	discomfort	or	incompleteness.			
Many	of	these	dimensions	were	encapsulated	in	Lange	nursery’s	decision	to	restructure	its	
indoor	layout	dramatically,	knocking	down	walls	to	create	a	more	free	flowing	space,	soon	after	
receiving	an	‘outstanding’	Ofsted	(inspection)	report.	The	capacity	to	risk	what	already	worked	
well	and	to	tolerate	the	uncertainty	that	change	brought	was	enabled	by	a	number	of	factors,	
including	staff’s	professional	confidence,	collegiality	and	support,	and	the	presence	of	a	resident	
artist	whose	practice	demonstrated	the	benefits	of	experimentation.		The	latter	also	described	
children’s	confidence:	“They	move	around	the	whole	building,	inside	and	outside.		They	
approach	adults,	they’re	curious,	they’ll	ask	questions	and	they’re	all	engaged	in	something	even	
if	it’s	just	watching.”	
Delaunay’s	‘capaciousness’	was	particularly	unusual,	for	instance	acknowledging	issues	like	
war,	racism	and	poverty	through	displays	in	their	entrance	and	main	hall,	which	to	us	
represented	a	more	expansive	and	complex	view	of	children	than	as	‘innocents’	to	be	protected	
from	realities	(Manchester	&	Bragg,	2013).	Global	linking	projects	with	schoolchildren	in	Pakistan	
and	the	Lebanon	engaged	them	as	fellow	citizens,	not	objects	of	charity.	They	swapped	ideas	
about	what	they	would	change	if	they	were	world	leader,	hence	exploring	‘some	of	the	big	
question	about	how	to	be	active	global	citizens	who	can	effect	change	in	a	responsible	way’	
(deputy	head).		
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We	noted	where	schools,	rather	than	demanding	conformity	and	limiting	the	identities	
available	to	students	(Wexler,	1992),	consciously	encouraged	difference	and	taking	on	roles	
against	gender	or	age	expectation.	Examples	included	boys	joining	textile	or	dance	projects,	
students	replacing	adults	as	camera	operators	for	official	events,	or	as	treasurer	in	a	cross-
generation	committee.	Delaunay’s	gay,	black	male	dance	artist	was	chosen	in	part	to	contribute	
to	its	ethos	of	acknowledging	difference;	he	commented	that	he	enjoyed	working	there	because	
the	children	were	‘allowed	to	be	eccentric,	they	don’t	have	to	be	standardized’.	Difference	and	
even	conflict	was	seen	as	a	positive	force	for	change,	rather	than	something	to	be	avoided.	
Delaunay’s	students	devised	posters	vividly	denouncing	how	‘boring’	and	‘terrible’	their	
playground	was,	as	part	of	planning	its	redesign,	and	such	criticism	was	accepted.	One	popular	
Delaunay	teacher	was	a	firm	advocate	of	competitive	games	and	sports.	When	we	first	
researched	the	school	,	the	deputy	head	was	trying	unsuccessfully	to	convert	him	to	creative	and	
collaborative	approaches.	By	the	end	of	our	research,	four	years	later,	she	acknowledged	with	
good	humour	that	she	had	come	to	understand	and	value	his	approach,	while	he	too	had	
become	less	unbending	about	alternatives.		
Lange’s	head	teacher	suggested	that	openness	to	where	learning	might	take	children	
could	itself	foster	capacity,	that	really	‘tuning	into	children’	and	allowing	them	‘to	be	curious’	
helped	them	‘find	their	own	route	and	their	own	way’,	develop	independence,	confidence	and	
also	diverse	practice	since	it	became	‘quite	natural	for	some	children	not	to	like	some	things	as	
much	as	others’.	When	children	began	playing	with	and	looking	through	cardboard	tubes,	staff	
developed	their	interest	into	‘different	ways	of	seeing’,	introducing	artists	such	as	Andy	
Goldsworthy	and	Yann	Arthus-Bertrand	and	arranging	trips	to	the	city’s	tallest	buildings	to	take	
bird’s-eye	photographs.	
Capacious	schools	focus	their	gaze	outwards,	seeing	school	boundaries	as	permeable	
rather	than	walled-in,	not	being	insular	but	rather,	porous,	open	to	other	influences.	This	
understanding	has	much	in	common	with	a	‘funds	of	knowledge’	approach	to	local	communities	
(González,	Moll,	&	Amanti,	2013).	Such	openness	might	involve	practices	such	as	cross-school	
projects	or	working	with	professionals	from	outside	school;	an	emphasis	on	applying	learning	in	
different	contexts	and	real-life	situations;	inviting	people	in	to	experience	the	school	and	share	
their	expertise;	making	different	kinds	of	connections	with	parents	(beyond	parents’	evenings)	
and	with	wider	(including	global)	communities	outside	of	school.	Sharing	practice	requires	staff	
to	articulate	it,	boosting	their	capacity	to	reflect	on	and	(re)-consider	it	(Michael	Fielding	et	al.,	
2005).	For	instance,	when	members	of	the	student	media	crew	at	Matisse	trained	children	and	
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staff	from	a	partner	primary	school,	they	took	their	knowledge	into	a	different	environment	and	
reinforced	it.	An	external	review	of	Matisse	pointed	to	teachers’	willingness	to	take	risks,	their	
frank	and	rigorous	self-evaluation	(including	the	extensive	use	of	student	voice),	and	the	mutual	
support	amongst	staff	and	young	people,	which	helped	partner	organizations	feel	‘confident	
and	trusted	enough	to	be	open	about	their	own	fears	or	lack	of	confidence	when	embarking	on	
new	territory’.	
At	Warhol,	unlike	our	other	research	sites,	the	general	school	culture	was	much	more	
regimented,	laddish	and	uncollegial,	with	its	all-black	uniform	rigidly	policed	to	clamp	down	on	
(for	instance)	a	trend	for	Muslim	girls	to	wear	decorated	rather	than	plain	headscarves.	
Participants	in	a	Creative	Partnerships	‘creative	clinic’	developed	rituals	to	show	that	it	was	a	
freer	space	where	they	could	expand	their	identities:	on	arrival,	the	young	men	put	on	pink	
fingerless	gloves	and	elaborately	designed	name	badges	that	they	had	made,	and	spontaneously	
began	working	together	cooperatively.		
	 Finally,	we	use	‘capaciousness’	to	refer	to	the	spaces	of	education,	to	the	attention	given	
to	aesthetics	and	the	material	environment	(Ellsworth,	2005)	–	features	that	are	key	throughout	
our	analyses.	Symbolically,	Delaunay’s	school	fences	did	not	just	enclose	and	exclude,	but	were	
adorned	with	plastic	pipes	for	experiments	with	water,	and	with	an	interactive	sound	sculpture	
made	from	old	pots,	pans	and	pieces	of	wood.		Creative	Partnerships	often	contributed	to	an	
enriched	visual	and	aesthetic	environment	–	for	instance,	funding	the	transformation	of	a	foyer	
into	a	gallery	space	with	a	sofa	and	four	striking	illuminated	glass	panels	by	Year	6	children.	In	
classrooms	and	outdoor	spaces,	teacher-	and	child-produced	artifacts	featured	more	
prominently	than	commercially-produced	materials.	
	
Conclusion:	of	poodles	and	tortoises,	or,	why	‘creative	school	ethos’	matters	
In	conclusion,	we	return	to	the	political	dimensions	of	ethos	that	we	identified	in	the	
introduction.	At	various	points	we	have	suggested	that	the	concept	is	problematic	and	over-
used	yet	under-theorised	critically,	but	we	have	acknowledged		that	ethos	is	likely	to	remain	a	
significant	focus	of	mainstream	educational	debates.		Marketisation	requires	branding,	and	
supposedly	low-cost	solutions	will	appeal	in	times	of	austerity	despite	their	flimsy	evidence	base.	
In	response,	we	have	aimed	to	present	alternative,	complex	understandings	of	ethos,	attending	
to	the	‘felt	realities’	(Fielding	2007)	of	schools	and	their	potential	prefiguring	of	more	socially	
just	social	arrangements	beyond	their	gates.		
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Our	methods	and	data	were	richly	revealing	of	an	embodied	sense	of	what	it	was	like	for	
students,	in	particular,	to	inhabit	different	school	cultures.		Of	all	our	study	schools,	Warhol	was	
closer	to	a	‘high-performance’	institution	as	Fielding	describes	it,	and	furthest	from	developing	
an	overall	ethos	corresponding	to	the	elements	described	here.	Some	of	the	students	to	whom	
we	talked	powerfully	expressed	how	a	‘high-performance’	institution	felt	to	them.	When	we	
asked	them	to	describe	their	school	as	if	it	were	an	animal,	some	Warhol	students	chose	the	
metaphor	of	a	(performing)	‘poodle’,	relating	how	they	were	constantly	being	groomed	for	
competition,	exhorted	to	‘do	better’,	aspire	and	achieve,	smarten	up.	The	relentless	focus	on	
extracting	value	from	students	to	contribute	to	the	school’s	league	table	standing	was	
experienced	as	an	undervaluing	of	individuals	and	diversity.		By	contrast,	a	Sherman	student	
affectionately	described	their	school	as	a	‘tortoise’,	depicting	an	institution	protected	(and	
protecting	its	students)	from	the	slings	and	arrows	of	educational	trends	while	proceeding	
steadily	forwards.	The	realities	of	these	schools	as	they	were	felt	by	young	people	were	on	these	
accounts	far	apart.		
The	vocabulary	of	‘considerate,	convivial	and	capacious’	that	we	developed	here	aimed	to	
give	such	experiences	the	more	central	place	we	believe	they	deserve	in	educational	debates,	as	
well	as	to	try	to	comprehend	the	achievements	of	schools	that	were	resisting	the	aggressive	
language	of	‘high	performance’,	entrepreneurial	or	authoritarian	schooling.	Changing	language	
itself	is	not	enough	and	is	vulnerable	to	appropriation,	of	course.	Moreover,	the	significance	of	
the	terms	comes	from	the	richness	of	the	theoretical	resources	underpinning	them	and	might	
not	have	the	same	resonance	or	power	if	extracted	from	this	context.	We	have	drawn	on	
educationalists	such	as	Ellsworth,	Britzman,	Bibby	and	others,	whose	writings	are	in	turn	
informed	by	psychoanalytic	understandings	and	by	post-structuralist	theorists	such	as	those	
offered	by	Barad	and	Foucault.	As	we	hope	we	have	made	clear,	we	found	these	‘good	to	think	
with’	and	read	‘diffractively’	through	them	to	our	empirical	study,	finding	that	they	focused	our	
attention	in	new	ways	or	enabled	us	to	make	sense	of	elements	that	had	seemed	affectively	
significant.		
We	have	tried	not	to	over-romanticise	the	schools	we	researched;	the	rhetoric	that	
emerged	in	our	interviews	with	senior	managers	was	not	always	endorsed	by	voices	‘from	
below’,	such	as	those	of	junior	staff	and	students.	We	also	acknowledge	that	the	schools	and	the	
students	or	staff	we	met	in	them	were	not	necessarily	representative	or	typical.	Nonetheless,	
dominant	educational	trends,	and	indeed	the	withdrawal	of	funding	from	Creative	Partnerships,	
make	it	important	to	record	moments	and	places	of	alternative	educational	endeavour.		So	the	
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terms	we	evolved	and	offer	here	aim	to	contribute	to	the	capacity	of	practitioners	as	well	as	
academics	to	resist	dominant	discourses	on	ethos,	and	to	articulate	why	and	how	particular	
aspects	of	their	practices,	orientations	and	social	relationships	matter.	
One	consequence	of	our	analytical	framework	is	that	even	mundane	details	come	into	
sharper	focus	symbolically	and	politically.	This	is	the	case	with	the	incident	from	the	field	notes	
with	which	we	began.	There,	the	adults	in	the	school	trusted	the	children	to	manage	our	visit,	
and	the	children	demonstrated	capacious,	expansive	identities	and	roles	as	a	result.	In	attending	
to	our	comfort,	the	children	replayed	the	convivial	civility	they	had	been	shown	by	teachers,	
when	for	instance	they	had	attended	meetings	in	the	staff	room.	They	also	expressed	a	
substantive	affiliation	to	the	school,	a	sense	that	their	belonging	within	it	bestowed	both	the	
duty	and	the	right	to	welcome	and	to	consider	the	needs	of	others	-	even	of	adults	in	relation	to	
whom	children	are	more	normally	positioned	as	recipients	of	care.		The	appeal	and	the	
achievements	of	the	schools	we	studied,	for	us,	rest	at	least	in	part	on	the	more	humane	and	
habitable	‘worlds’	they	invoked	and	enacted	-	even	or	perhaps	especially	when	they	were	
articulated	through	the	simplest	acts,	such	as	a	child	offering	an	adult	something	to	drink.	
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